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My hope and heart is with thee - thou
wilt be
A latter Luther, and a soldier-priest
To scare church-harpies from the
master's feast;
Our dusted velvets have much need
of thee:
Tltou art no sabbath drawler of old
saws,
Distill'd from some worm-cankered
homily;
But spurred at heart with fieriest energy
To embattle and to wall about thy
cause
With iron-worded proof, hating to hark
The humming of the drowsy pulpit drone
Half God's good Sabbath, while the
worn-out clerk
Browbeats his desk below. Thou from a throne
Mounted in heaven wilt shoot into the dark
Arrows of lightning. I will stand and mark.
Tennyson
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The Sacred Mysteries ....
Ed Harrell (in Christianity Magazine, May
1984) tells the story of a woman who always
knitted during the Sunday sermon. When
asked why she brought her knitting to church,
she replied, "I just wanted to be sure it
wouldn't be a total waste of time."
"The hungry sheep look up and are not
fed." Most of us are hungry sheep most of the
time; so often we leave the hour of
congregational worship feeling that we have
been given sawdust. But the crisis is deeper
than just a crisis in delivering sermons. It is a
crisis in our understanding of what the faithful
of God should be about, and, for many, a crisis
in faith itself. In his article "Hearers of the
Word," Victor Hunter points out that this
situation has to be understood - at least in
part - as a "crisis of the silence of the Word of
God."
It is his purpose as editor of this issue to
emphasize "the importance of the centrality of
the Scriptures to the life of the congregation"
and to seek ways for them to become again
"authoritative,
informative, and transformative" - so that we might become again truly a
people of the Word.
Other writers for this special issue enhance
the broad outlines of the editor's perspective.
Jay Treat points out the wonderful mystery that
from proclamation connected to listening there
come occasionally those moments of true
encounter. Ray Chester suggests that as faithlife "consists in moving with God in terms of
being securely oriented, painfully disoriented,
and surprisingly reoriented,"
just so the
sermon models that progression in the events
of life.
George Stroup discusses the nature of
narrative theology, i.e., how biblical narrative
becomes our own history. For it is in the
connectedness of these stories and our stories
with The Story that we personally encounter
the living Word, find our own identities, and
can become again a covenant community
"who lives their story because they know their
story."
All testify in humility that the preacher is
only the messenger. He too must be
confronted by what he preaches.
James Hulsey illustrates this connectedness
in his sermon on the life of Saul. We do not
find the connecting point in lives of sinlessness
and virtue, but rather like him we are bags of
contradiction. Only in such recognition can we
experience the truth that "the lord is near to
the broken hearted."
Kathy Pulley, Robert Randolph, and Celia
Williamson write of preachers and preaching
that have nourished their faith. In his review of
Biblical Preaching Eric Greek draws out the
necessity for preachers "to submit to the
disciplines of historical understanding" - as
well as to theological understanding.
If it could only be - this preaching and
hearing of THE WORD - we wouldn't have to
take our knitting to church, memorize a Psalm,
or count the cracks in the wall! We would
sometimes shout "Hallelujah!" or Praise His
Name!"
Mission is grateful to Victor Hunter, one of
our former editors, for bringing together such
exciting insights into cooperative ministry.
the Editor
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Proclamation And Fulfillment

HEARERS
OF THE
WORD
Victor L. Hunter

We meet together in order to read the sacred texts, if the nature of the times compels us to
warn about or recognize anything present. In any case, with the holy words we feed our
faith, we arouse our hope, we confirm our confidence.
Tertullian

By VICTOR L. HUNTER
he autumn of 1982 were bewildering and
painful days for the nation of Israel. The
invasion of and withdrawal from The Lebanon, the
tragedy of civilian suffering, and the horror of the
Beirut massacres had become history. The nation
was in a period of self-examination, with voices from
every sector of society debating what the events of
the recent past meant to Israel's identity and selfunderstanding. Out of a cacophony of accusations
and recriminations, charges and counter-charges,
came a single voice which seemed to speak with the
quiet authenticity of an ancient prophet: "We have
given up history for the sake of geography."
When that "history" all started, that is, when
Abraham in the Ur of the Chaldees heard the Word
of God - the call and the promise - he gave up
geography for the sake of history. He was set on a
pilgrimage which would lead to a people which in
turn would lead to a person who would live and die
for all people. What unfolded was, in reality, a
history of the Word of God until that Word of God
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Victor l. Hunter, former editor of Mission, is a graduate of Abilene
Christian University and Union Theological Seminary. He is a minister at
Disciples House in London, England, is a member of the ecumenical Joint
Liturgical Group of Great Britian, and teaches pastoral theology at
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would enter history in flesh and blood. It was a
history of that faithful Word of God which called
forth and created a covenant people, and the history
of the covenant people's response to that Word.
And whether we speak of the old covenant or the
new, Israel or the church - or more accurately speak
o1 them together in an inseparable connectedness
we are speaking of a covenant community which
exists only in, by and through the Word of God. No
other description, analysis, or event is an adequate
explanation of the Judea-Christian faith and the
social realities which are the expression of that faith.
he church in its most local and fundamental
the Christian congregation, exists insofar as it is the church of Jesus Christ, in response to
the Word of God. The Word is the source of its life.
Without the Word of God, the church, like the
world, is without form and void. It is a body without
a heart, a voice without a message, and eyes without
sight. It may well exist as a social organization, a
religious institution, or a tax-exempt corporation;
but it will not exist as the church of Jesus Christ. It
will have given up its history for the sake of its
cultural geography.
As an organization, a congregation may function
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as a convenient social expression of national values,
an entertainment center to occupy the time of the
young, a meeting point for various and sundry clubs;
it may offer the nostrums of pop-psychology and the
analyses of contemporary quasi-sociology. But
unless it is a community of faith whose life is
centered in the ever present hearing of the Word of
God, it is something less than the covenant people
of God. All expressions of what the church is that do
not find their beginning and their ending in the
Word of God are inauthentic expressions. Along
with the giving up of our history will be the loss of
our identity, for our Christian identity is inseparably
tied to our self-understanding. And the Christian
community's self-understanding in light of the Word
of God is indissolubly tied to the cross. Christian
understanding is quite literally a standing under the
cross.
The crisis of faith and faithfulness within our
Christian congregations should, at least partially, be
understood as a crisis of the silence of the Word of
God. We have not co·ntinued in His word, either as
hearers or doers. We have sought for our
nourishment in that which was never intended to be
our sustenance, for our renewal from sources which
in themselves are not the words of life, and for our
direction from myriad contemporary voices which
have not yet heard the first word of the Christian
journey: "Follow me." Paul's words to the Romans
concerning his Jewish brothers and sisters are an
important reminder to us in our current dilemma:
"Faith comes from what is heard and what is heard
comes by the preaching of Christ" (Rom. 10: 17).
Our purpose in this special issue on preaching is
to suggest the importance of the centrality of the
Scriptures to the life of the congregation and to seek
for ways in which they might once again function so
as to
be
authoritative,
informative,
and
transformative. A new grasp of this authoritative
function of Scripture does not imply a new
bibliolatry, a louder shouting of Scripture, or more
Bible "quotations" in the comtemporary practice of
preaching. Rather, we are concerned with the
Christian congregation's becoming once again a
covenant community constituted by being hearers
of the Word - a community who lives their story
because they know their story. The preaching/teaching ministries were central to the gifts Christ gave to
the church: "That some should be apostles, some
prophets, some evangelists, some pastors and
teachers to equip the saints for the word of ministry,
for building up the body of Christ" (Eph. 4: 11-12).
reaching and teaching,
Bible study and
instruction,
theological
reflection
and
application are indispensable to the taith, renewal,
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identity, and action of the Christian congregation. If
the church is to be equipped for ministry, then the
biblically
and theologically
trained,
called,
ordained, and committed minister is vital to the
practice of "the priesthood of all believers." What is
needed in this priesthood of believers is an adequate
understanding and practice by both preachers and
members of congregations of the purpose and
function of the preaching/teaching ministry within
the Iife of the congregation.
The minister is too often perceived as a jack or jill
of all trades. He or she does not "do" the work of
the church. The teaching minister's function, as we
have seen from Ephesians, is to equip the saints for
the work of ministry. The minister is above all else a
servant of the Word of God. The minister is a
preacher/teacher/theologian
within the covenant
community. He or she is what Langdon Gilkey has
called a one-person seminary. Administration,
public relations, fund raising, and a host of other
ministerial "job descriptions" and expectations are
not the primary domain of the ordained minister.
Nor should the "priesthood of all believers" ever
become an excuse for the absence of the trained
minister/theologian. It will take both minister and
members
working
together
for
the
local
congregation again to become hearers of the Word.
We are in desperate need of trained ministers who
will again become servants of the Word and a
membership who will not only understand that but
expect it. When the minister of the church is no
longer a servant of the Word, the members of the
church will no longer be prepared, informed, and
trained as a priesthood in the world. The absence of
the Word leads to an ignorance of the faith. A
church ignorant of its faith and how that faith
functioins in and answers to the contemporary
world cannot possibly maintain its Christian identity.
What the church brings to the world in the first
instance and the final analysis is the Word of Christ.
The church can never be a better source of
entertainment, psychological insight, or sociological
analysis than the contemporary world around it
whose business and purpose it is to provide
expertise in these fields. The integrity of the church
depends on the integrity with which it preserves the
ministry of the Word.
The responsibility for this inevitably falls on the
trained preacher/teacher/theologian
within the
community.
One of the tragedies of modern
Protestantism is that to a wide degree our pulpits are
filled with ministers who no longer conceive of their
primary identity as being servants of the Word.
Many somehow feel the need to legitimize and
validate their ministries by acquiring training or
expertise in some other more "respected"
or

"recognized" field of endeavor. The problem is only
exacerbated by a membership who want their
ministers to be slick and appealing "fronts" for their
congregation, with the ability to sound nice for
twenty minutes on a Sunday morning. Thus the
minister is expected to function as administrator and
public relations person throughout the week and as
a pleasant but inoffensive entertainer on the Lord's
day. It is no wonder that, as Paul Scherer reports, "A
Roman Catholic is on record as having expressed the
opinion that if ever Protestantism should be found
dead of an assassin's wound, the dagger in its back
would be the Protestant sermon." 2
There is no way to overcome this dilemma until
the Christian minister goes back into the study
before he or she climbs into the pulpit. If the
minister's existence is not theological existence, the
congregation which is served will live in a
theological vacuum. If the Word is not broken in the
minister's heart through the week, it cannot possibly
be shared in the community's life on Sunday. If the
church's history and theological struggles and
formulations
do not continually
inform the
minister's thinking, they will never become a part of
the subsoil which will give depth and nourishment
to the congregation's identity, worship, and mission.
If the minister has not paid careful attention to the
cries and whispers of the people, listening through
the stethoscope of the Christian Gospel, the divine
word and the human word will never meet in the
clarifying, judging, and redeeming event that is to be
Christian preaching.
Preaching is never simply a divine word or simply
a human word. Like all incarnations, it is a divine
word in the human word. The preacher's task is to
keep the Word and the world together on behalf of
the congregation. This occurs not from a position of
religious infallibility, moral superiority, or spiritual
perfection but from a life that is lived in openness to
both the Word and the world. Preaching is not,
therefore, a matter of imparting information of
historical or theological interest. To be sure, it deals
with the historical and the theological but not in
isolation from the lived experience
of the
congregation. Christ is present again to the world in
the preaching event. Likewise, the world around us
and in us is made present to Christ in the preaching
event. The failure of either of these dynamics is a
failure in being preachers and hearers of the Word.
The much vaunted value of relevance in Christian
preaching is also much misunderstood. Relevance
has as much to do with the biblical story as it does
with the contemporary world. At the same time, the
insistence on biblical preaching has as much to do
with the contemporary world as it does with the
Scriptures. The preacher who weaves together

random thoughts on the week's news headlines,
the recently published book, or the latest article
from a religious publication may not be the slightest
bit relevant. The minister who laces every second
thought in the sermon with a Bible quotation is not
necessarily biblical. John Knox's twenty-five-year old
quip is still the most cogent word we have on this
matter: "Only authentically biblical preaching can
be really relevant; only vitally relevant preaching
can be really biblical." 3
Biblical and relevant preaching occurs when the
central story and over-arching themes of the
scriptural narrative become a part of the ongoing
experience of the congregation's life. It is not simply
a matter of something happening "back then" about
which we should know. Nor is it a matter of
knowing facts, stories, names, places, and events as
if a knowledge of the Bible's contents leads
automatically to knowledge of God. The knowledge
of God, the da'ath elohim of the Old Testament
without which the covenant people are destroyed, is
not intellectual
understanding
but passionate
involvement with the God who is the subject of the
ongoing relationship with His people and His world.
In Christian preaching the biblical story, truth, and
vision of life become an ongoing story, a judging and
redemptive truth, and a way of seeing for the
individual Christian and the congregation in the
contemporary society. God continues to judge, call,
promise, and redeem through His Word made
manifest in the preaching event.
Biblical narrative becomes living history in the
shaping of the life of the Christian community.
Biblical preaching will take us back into history and
thrust us out into history in a living covenant
relationship with God. All of the pain, peace, hope,
despair, frustration, beauty, confusions, strivings,
absurdities, and meaning of our humanity will find
their place alongside of and be informed by the
humanity with which God concerns himself in the
Bible. It is in the preaching event that is both biblical
and relevant that the Christian congregation forms
its self-understanding, interprets its world, and
shapes its life according to the Gospel it confesses.
Failure at this point will inevitably erode the inner
life of the congregation as an authentic Christian
community
and the external witness of the
congregation as bearers of the Word of Christ to the
world.

Theological Meditation ...
But more is required of the Christian congregation
as hearers of the Word than a minister who
functions as a servant of the Word. That is simply the
essential foundation and starting point for the whole
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community to be servants of the Word. In order for
that Word again to become flesh, to become
embodied in Christian living and Christian action, it
must become a part of the understanding and life of
the members of the congregation. Not only is the
world of the Bible brought to the people, but the
people themselves bring a world to the Bible.
Making sense out of the collision of those two
worlds is a formidable task which can only be
accomplished by the people and the preacher
working together.
There is often a terrible gap for both the minister
and the people between the work-a-day modern
world of science, technology, business, and leisure
and the world of the Bible, theology, and Christian
ethics. It is as if neither world can stand the scrutiny
of the other. The unfortunate reality is that there is
often an unacknowledged acceptance of this gap as
if that iG <;imrly thP way it must be; and so the
Christian lives schizophrenically: one reality for the
nine-to-five world and another reality for the Sunday
school and worship hour.
Yet there is only one world that is the object of
God's love. Overcoming this disconnectedness is
the task of the congregation as hearers of the Word.
Dialogue between preacher and people is a way of
life for the Christian congregation. The preaching
event and theological education of the congregation
must go hand in hand. The classical definition of
theology is "faith in search of understanding." It is
crucial for the community's theologian/minister and
modern lay people to engage in this search together.
Otherwise faith will be aligned with the past and
understanding with the future.
Theology today, therefore, could as easily be
defined as understanding in search of faith. The
modern dimensions of life and thought need not,
indeed should not, be left behind at the door of the
sanctuary. Theological
education
within
the
congregation is not a matter of passing on
unexamined dogmas of a previous generation. It is a
wrestling together in community with any and every
question we face with the best we can bring to the
task from Scripture,
tradition,
reason, and
experience. Through such endeavors, faith becomes
a living reality in which our understandings are
reformulated, tested, and often altered, for faith is
more a process in and through which one lives than
it is a possession one has or protects. The theological
enterprise carried on at the congregational level can
thus be an extremely liberating influence for a faith
we once were afraid to question, a doctrine we
secretly felt hopelessly outdated and unrelated to
life, and a contemporary world view that may have
been technically wide but humanly shallow. The
goal toward which our congregations need to move
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as hearers of the Word is to have a minister whose
function is that of preacher/theologian for the sake
of the community and a theologically informed
membership whose function is that of priests in the
world.
Living Connections ...

As hearers of the Word, the community is an
ellipse that moves about the pulpit and the lectern
(preaching and theology) seeking living connections
between the Word proclaimed in the congregation
and the shaping of the life of the congregation lived
in the world. At least four connections should be
sought in the preaching event and theological
reflection.

The pastoral connection. The pastoral connection
is that roint where the Christian Gosrel notJrishes
the life of the follower of Christ. Food for the soul
and sustenance for the journey are to be provided.
Wounds in our existence are to be tended by the
healing Word of Christ. The pastoral connection is
where preaching is encouragement in the clearest
possible way for the life of faith lived in a world of
deep contradictions and practical difficulties.
The problems and questions of fear, failure, sin,
anxiety, unbelief, and suffering at the most personal
of levels are to be addressed in Christian preaching.
The issue of pastoral care become the universe of
kerygmatic discourse. Our emptiness and our
fullness, our joy and our sorrow, our dreams and our
nightmares are taken up into the Gospel story when
our preaching makes the pastoral connections.
Without
this
feeding,
nourishing,
healing,
encouraging public word for the hungry, anguished,
confused, and wasted places in our private lives,
faith will never function in a transforming way.
The prophetic connections. Dietrich Bonhoeffer
once told his students at the underground seminary
in Finkenwalde that every sermon should contain a
little heresy. This was spoken at a time when the
prevailing orthodoxy practiced by the German
church was drawn more from the Ministry for
Ecclesiastical Affairs in the government of the Third
Reich than from the Gospel of Christ. The preaching
of the Word in th is context of cultural or national
orthodoxy would indeed appear to be heresy.
The problem of preaching the Word of God
(which will often clash with the prevailing orthodoxy
of cultural religion) is, of course, much older than
1943. Its history stretches from the eighth century
prophets of Israel through the life of Jesus and on
down to the present day. But the prophetic
connection is often avoided or ignored because of

......

the tension it creates within the congregation or
between the congregation and the society in which
it must live. The end result is a cultural captivity of
the Word of God - a kind of domestication which
tames it for our own ideological purposes.
The prophetic word challenges our tendency
toward idolatry, our comfortable refuge in various
parochialisms, and our apathy toward justice. In
prophetic preaching we are confronted not just with
the personal dimension but with the social
dimension of life as well. Structural evil in such
issues as race, poverty, war, and the inequities and
injustices in the economic order are seen in light of
the righteousness (justice) of God. Because these are
massive and complicated structural problems and
because as individuals we inevitably participate in
these structures does not mean they should be
ignored in Christian preaching. We may not be
wholly guilty, but neither arc we completely
innocent.
However, the prophetic connection should be
made in preaching not because the minister is a selfappointed prophet who enjoys berating people anc
gives the impression that he or she is exempt, but
because he or she is a servant of the Word who feels
the guilt and bears the pain of the prophetic
utterance. Prophetic connections in preaching are
not
brow-beating
fulminations
broadcast
indiscriminately into the air with no regard for the
complexity of social evil and our relationship to it.
But prophetic connections are connections. Arising
from the prophetic word itself, such preaching will
call us to shared responsibility,
corporate
confession, and genuine repentance; to specific
ways in which we can work toward justice; and,
finally, to a recognition that, while only God can
usher in His kingdom, we can live more consonant
lives with the kingdom's values as we watch and
pray for its coming.
Surely
in
the
meantime,
however,
the
congregation shou Id have the courage to say to itself
and its society, "In the name of Jesus Christ certain
things should or should not be acceptable. The
kingdom is at hand. Repent and believe the good
news." Our faithfulness to the Lordship of Christ is
probably more threatened by our idolatry in a
thorough-going cultural Christianity than anything
else. Only prophetic connections in the preaching
event can continue to shake us loose from the
demigods that claim our loyalty, affection, and
worship.
The
liturgical
connections.
By
liturgical
connections I simply mean that preaching is both a
part of worship and worship itself, pointing to the
centrality of the sacrament of the Word along with
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the sacrament of the Lord's Supper. It is the Word of
God that is present in both preaching and eucharist.
An_djust as communion is more than remembering
the past event as we share in the presence of Christ
through bread and wine, preaching is more than
retelling an ancient, story. In preaching, the Gospel
itself is present, and we are participating in the
judging and redemptive power of God who
continues to act in and through His Gospel. Just as
ancient Israel participated in the Exodus experience
through the liturgical formulations of retelling and
recreating the story in their common worship (Deut.
26:5-11), so does the church participate in the acts
of God in Christ in the preaching of the Gospel. The
liturgical connection in preaching is what keeps
preaching from being mere exegesis of an ancient
text. The congregation does more than "commute"
back to the world of the Bible for religious, doctrinal,
or moral instruction during a sermon on a Sunday
morning. They participate in the events of their faith
th rough the presence of the Iivi ng Word.
When preaching is understood not only as
proclamation of but also as participation in the story
of God and His people, then it becomes increasingly
clear theat the fullness of that story must be present
within the congregation during the course of the
year. The liturgy and the lectionary go hand in hand
to take us up into that story. The set lectionary
readings will anchor preaching to the central biblical
themes rather than to the limited "favorites" of any
given preacher. By using the lectionary the
congregation will also be assured of the over-all
sense of the story as it unfolds in history. That in itself
can be a powerful
force in shaping the
congregation's
sense of attachment
to and
continuing participation in the ongoing history. The
purpose of biblical preaching by means of the
lectionary is to enable us not simply to see the text
but to see through the text into our own lives and
culture with a clarifying vision of faith.
The theological connections. Preaching the Gospel
is never simply transmission of a text. It is always a
translation into the thought world of those who
bring their questions and struggles to the Bible.
These two worlds are both radically different and
remarkably the same. For the church to be both
biblical and relevant these two worlds must be
brought together. Theological mediation is the only
possible way this can be done.
What do I mean, then, by theological mediation
or connections? At its most basic form, the church
"does theology" when it asks how the biblical story
and the truth claims of that story function in light of
modern knowledge, thought forms, and experience.
(continued on page 75)
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NARRATIVE
THEOLOGY
A D
C RIST/AN
PREACHING
George W. Stroup

Above all else, it is the task of the sermon and the preacher to create a "clearing" in the
life of the individual and the congregation where God's Word may speak through
biblical narrative to the narrative identity of the individual and the community.
By GEORGE W. STROUP
n the last fifteen years the theological world
I witnessed
the emergence of a new theme -

has
the
role of story or narrative in Christian life and
thought. Numerous books and articles have been
written by systematic theologians, biblical scholars,
Christian educators, and homileticians about the use
of narrative in Christian faith. 1 As is often the case
with new theological themes, there is no consensus
at the moment as to what "narrative theology" is.
Some theologians insist that it is simply an interesting
bridge to difficult theological issues; others argue
that it is more than a bridge, that the use of narrative
demands the rethinking
and reformulating
of
Christian doctrine.
While it remains to be seen what becomes of
narrative in the field of theology, many people who
think and write about the practice of Christian faith
seem to be convinced that the theme of "Christian
narrative"
has significant implications
for the
church. In particular, the topic of Christian narrative
seems to have captured the attention of many
George W. Stroup, a graduate of Yale and Vanderbilt Universities, is
Associate Professor of Theology al Austin Presbyterian Theological
Seminarv in Austin. Texas. His recently published book are The Promise
of Narrative Theology: Recovering the Gospel in the Church (John Knox)
and Jesus Christ for Today (Westminster).
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people
who
are
interested
in
preaching.
Homileticians such as Fred B. Craddock, Edmund A.
Steimle, Morris J. Niedenthal, and Charles L. Rice,
and writers such as Frederick Buechner have made
major proposals concerning the relation between
narrative and preaching. 2
What is the significance of narrative in general and
narrative theology
in particular
for Christian
preaching? Most preachers and homileticians are
familiar with the truism that what most people
remember about a sermon (and what makes a
sermon "good") is not the subtlety of the theological
argument but the one vivid story or example that
either makes or breaks the sermon. Most good
sermons have as their foundation good stories. Why
is that? To probe beneath that question is to
investigate the deeper significance of narrative
theology for Christian preaching.
In the remainder of this essay I want to make four
observations about the significance of narrative for
Christian preaching. I will suggest that narrative is
important for preaching because of the nature of
God's Word, because of the structure of human
identity, because of the process of conversion, and
because
of
the
identity
of
the
Christian
congregation.

irst, the task of Christian preaching is the
proclamation of the Word of Cod, and that Word
encounters the Christian community in the history
and stories of Israel, in the person of Jesus of
Nazareth, and in the activity of the Spirit. Because
the history of Israel is recounted in Old Testament
narrative (most history does take the form of
narrative), because Jesus Christ is identified in
Scripture by means of the narratives of the Gospels,
and because the activity of the Spirit evokes a
narrative description
of experience,
Christian
narrative is both appropriate material for homiletics
and an appropriate form for the sermon. 3
At least two other observations follow from our
first point about the nature of God's Word. In the
first place, most homileticians would agree that
preaching - whatever else it is - is an interpretation
of a biblical text for the sake of the contemporary life
of the Christian community. Now, not all biblical
texts are narratives, but many of them are; and some
biblical scholars and theologians have argued that
the "core" of both the Old and New Testament is a
narrative or set of narratives. James Sanders, for
example, insists that the core of the Pentateuch is a
narrative, and Amos Wilder has argued that
narratives are uniquely important to the New
Testament and to Christian faith. 4 If narrative does
indeed have this kind of prominence in Christian
Scripture and if homiletics
is, in part, an
interpretation of the biblical text, that would seem to
suggest that biblical narrative is at the very least
especially important for the practice and form of
preaching.
While this first observation is literary, the second is
theological. I have argued that the prominence of
narrative in the biblical texts suggests that homiletics
should pay careful attention to the form, function,
and content of biblical narrative. A more difficult
question is why narrative has this prominence in the
biblical text. There are no easy, self-evident answers
to that question. At one level, it might be argued that
the reason for the prominence of narrative is that
reality which is at the center of Christian Scripture for want of a better name called "God" - which
identifies itself in and by means of the narrative.
Hence, God identifies or "reveals" Godself by
means of Christian narrative. That is not to claim that
God is the narrative or that God can be identified
with the narrative, but it is to say that the reality that
is "God" is both revealed in and appropriated by
means of narrative. 5
Consequently, there is a deep-seated theological
reason why narrative has such a central role in
Christian Scripture and preaching. If Cod's being
and Cod's act are inseparable and if Cod's activity
assumes narrative form, then Christian narrative
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finally has its roots
Narrative, therefore,
Christian "knowing"
center of the order of

in the very being of Cod. 6
is at the center of the order of
precisely because it is at the
divine being.

point has to do with
A second
human identity. Preaching

the nature of the
is not just the
exposition of a bibilical text. True proclamation
takes place when God's Word is both proclaimed
and heard. The preacher, of course, controls neither
of these events. It is only by means of God's grace
that the human words of Scripture becomes God's
Word, and it is only by means of God's grace that
the human words of Scripture become God's Word,
and it is only by means of God's activity we know as
Spirit that the Word is heard and appropriated.
by an
Nonetheless, when the Word is "heard"
individual, it speaks directly to his or her "person";
and personal identity usually, if not always, takes the
form of a narrative. To hear God's Word is to have
one's own personal identity narrative (one's own
story) challenged by those biblical narratives which
are the bearers of God's Word.
There are numerous examples in Scripture itself of
this encounter between personal identity narratives
and God's Word. One of the best known in the Old
Testament is Nathan's parable in 2 Samuel 12:1-15.
After David has arranged for the death of Uriah the
Hittite in order to marry Uriah's wife Bathsheba,
who was pregnant with David's son, Nathan came
to David and told him the story of the rich man who
took a poor man's lamb and slaughtered it for a
guest. The rest tells us that David became very angry
and exclaimed that the rich man deserved to die.
And Nathan said to David, "You are the man"
(12:7).
We do not really need verses 7-15 in order to
understand what has happened. They tell us more
than we need to know. The decisive event has taken
place in the telling of Nathan's story and in David's
response. David confesses, "I have sinned against
the Lord" (12:3). What David means is that he
recognizes and confesses by means of Nathan's
story that he has alienated himself from God and
deserves only God's righteous wrath: "because by
this deed you have utterly scorned the Lord, the
child that is born to you shall die."
A similiar event occurs in the New Testament
when Jesusencounters the young man who wants to
know what good deed he must do in order to have
eternal life (Matt. 19: 16-22). Jesus tells him to keep
the commandments; and the young man responds,
"All these I have observed; what do I still lack?" At
this point, Jesus increases the stakes. "If you would
be perfect, go sell what you possess and give to the
poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; and
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come follow me." We are told that the young man
went away in sorrow "for he had great possessions";
and apparently the young man's possessions were
so important to him, such an indispensable part of
his self-understanding, that he could not give them
up. Jesus speaks God's Word to the young man,
addresses him at the very center of his selfunderstanding, and raises profound questions for
him about his identity.
The most important aspect of these stories about
Nathan and David and Jesusand the rich young man
are not what happens within the stories, but what
happens between the stories and the reader. Nathan
and Jesus raise difficult questions, not only for David
and the rich young man but also for the reader.
Above all else, it is the task of the sermon and the
preacher to create a "clearing" in the life of the
individual and the congregation where God's Word
may speak through biblical narrative to the narrative
identity of the individual and the community. When
this event takes place, God's Word has been both
proclaimed
and heard; and individuals
and
congregations are called to reinterpret who they are
and what they are called to do.
he third point follows from the first two. The task
T
of preaching is in the first place to proclaim Cod's
Word, not primarily to convert. If God's Word is
heard in the sermon, that is due to God's grace
rather than to the brilliance or the personality of the
preacher. When God's grace allows the Word to be
proclaimed and heard, then the process of
conversion begins.
Unfortunately, there is a mistaken impression in
much of Christianity that conversion refers only to
single, dramatic moments in which reality is seen
and experienced in a new and different manner.
Paul's experience on the road to Damascus is often
understood to be the paradigm for what Christians
understand by conversion. To be sure, there are
many people in the Christian community who claim
to have had such experiences, but that is not the
only way in which conversion takes place. If by
"conversion" one means something which leads
finally to a confession of faith, then conversion is not
just a single event, but a process of nurture and
development, just as faith itself must be nurtured
and developed.
Narrative preaching is one of the ways in which
conversion can be nurtured and brought to
completion in the ongoing, never-ending confession
of faith. By "narrative preaching" I do not mean
simply retelling biblical stories in the context of a
sermon. "Narrative preaching" is not so much a
matter of form as it is a method or strategy for
communicating the Gospel. It has some similarities
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to what Soren Kierkegaard once described as a
method of "indirect
communication,"
for the

intention of narrative preaching is to enable
individuals and congregations to have their identities
reshaped and transformed by the Cod revealed in
and by means of biblical narrative. Conversion finally
issues in confession, a mature statement of faith,
when the biblical stories become a part of us and
we live in them, we see the world through them,
and understand Cod, ourselves, and our world by
means of them.
Narrative preaching is not simply the repetition of
biblical stories or for that matter any other stories.
Narrative preaching takes what Dietrich Ritschl has
called "the raw material" of Christian faith - its
biblical narratives - and works with that material in
such a way that those narratives become the
spectacles through which Christians understand
themselves and their world. As a method and a
strategy, narrative preaching cannot and should not
be reduced to any single form. Its possible forms are
as rich and as diverse as the Gospel it proclaims.
Two things finally constitute "narrative preaching":
(1) a conviction on the part of the preacher that
biblical narratives are the core of Scripture and part
of the means by which God discloses God's love and
grace and (2) an attempt by the preacher to bring
biblical narratives to bear on the lives and stories of
those in the congregation so that they may be
transformed by them.
Because it cannot be reduced to a single form,
there is no one way to preach Christian narrative.
Narrative preaching takes various forms. One can
enter a biblical story obliquely by retelling it from
the perspective of one of the characters. The parable
of the Good Samaritan (Luke 10:25-37), for example,
has a different look about it when told from the
perspective of the priest or the Levite. So too the
story of Jesus' trial and death takes on a different
appearance when told from the perspective of Peter
or Judas.

Narrative preaching takes ...
the "raw
material" of Christian faith - its biblical
narratives - and works with that material
in such a way that those narratives become
the spectacles through which Christians
understand themselves and their world.
Yet another possibility is to engage one biblical
narrative by means of another. For example, there is
much to be learned about the nature of God's
forgiveness and the importance of repentance when

one contrasts the story of David and Absalom in 2
Samuel 13-15 with the story of the prodigal son in
Luke 15:11-32. Read together, these two stories
clarify the relation between repentance and forgiveness in a way that discursive, theological argument
cannot. It is not just that the point is made more
vividly; rather, the stories say something about the
nature of God's forgiveness that theological
arguments do not.
inally, narrative theology has significance
for
preaching because the narratives at the core of
Scripture remind us that Christian faith and Christian
identity, while always intensely personal, are never
private. They are thoroughly communal. In Christian
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preaching the audience addressed is not simply a

If God's being and God's act are
inseparable, and if God's activity assumes
narrative form, then Christian narrative
finally has its roots in the very being of
God.

random collection of individuals but a congregation.
The Christian does not lose his or her identity in the
congregation; but, at the same time, to receive the
grace of Jesus Christ is to be caught up in the
corporate life of the gathered church.
Because the narratives that make up Scripture are
written by, about, and for Israel and the church,
narrative preaching, if it is to be consistent with the
stories it proclaims, cannot focus only on the
individual. Narrative preaching is as interested in the
transformation and nurture of the congregation as it
is in that of the individual. The communal nature of
the Jewish and Christian story requires such a focus.
The nurture of the congregation's
story has
important
implications for Christian preaching.
Narrative preaching is not just concerned with the
encounter
between biblical narrative and the
narrative identity of individual Christians. Of equal
concern is the formation and nurture of the identity
of the congregation and the larger church. Like each
of the individuals that make up the body of Christ,
the congregation also has its own distinctive
narrative, a narrative that is not the same as that of
any of its members nor simply the sum of the whole.
In some Christian communities there is a tradition
of personal testimony or confession about the
activity of God's grace in the life of an individual.
While many Christians are justifiably uncomfortable
with the misuse and distortion of "testimony,"

something may have been lost from the fabric of
Christian life with its passing. It is equally
unfortunate that few Christian churches have
recognized that the congregation has its own
narrative identity, its own story about its ongoing life
with God and its experience of God's judgment
and grace. There is no reason that congregational
story should not be examined and celebrated in the
worship and life of the community.
Narrative preaching that pays attention to the
communal shape of the biblical story must address
itself not only to individuals but to the congregation
as a collective entity. The Word of God does indeed
address individuals in their historical particularity,
but it also calls them into a new creation in which
their identities and their stories are inextricably
linked to Jesus Christ and through Him to all those
who live in the body of Christ. If that is indeed how
the Word of God addresses us, Christian preaching
should attempt to do the same. ________________
M1ss10N
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What the Sermon
ShouldBe/Do
Ray F. Chester

As "storytellers of the great tradition" who seek to orient, disorient, and reorient,
depending on where people are and the need at hand, we should allow people room.
The goal is not to keep them captive to ourselves as satellites.
By RAYF. CHESTER
ne of my teachers used to say that he could
0
think of only two appropriate responses to a
sermon: "Praise be to God!" or "God be merciful to
me a sinner." Perhaps we could suggest other
appropriate responses: "Aha! so that's what it
means!" or "So that is something of what it means
for God to be related to me."
Those responses come as a result of a
proclamation of grace and judgment. The Bible
emphasizes time and time again that God is
gracious, that he takes initiative in giving us gifts, and
that He is our judge. We live in a consequential
world. What we do and how we act make a
difference. So to be confronted again with God's
graciousness and/or His judgment is to respond,
"Thanks be to God for his unspeakable gift" or
"God be merciful to me a sinner."
It is an exhilarating experience to discover
something. To have been perplexed about some
problem or issue and to have the Scripture opened,
to have the light shine and to be illuminated
that
is stimulating, indeed. On the other hand, to be read
Ray F. Chester, a graduate of Abilene Christian University, Wesley
Seminary (Washington, D.C.), and Austin Presbyterian Seminary, he has
preached for churches in Washington, D.C.; Lawton, Oklahoma; Searcy,
Arkansas; and Austin, Texas. He is currently minister for the Round Rock
Christian Church in Round Rock, Texas.
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like a book, to have the searchlight of truth turned
on us until we are exposed, is a profound
experience because there in our nakedness, we can
know God's presence in a powerful way and be
moved to turn our lives over to Him once again.
A reading of the Psalms suggests that our life of
faith consists in moving with God in terms of being
securely oriented,
painfully disoriented,
and
surprisingly reoriented. While we all yearn for a state
of orientation or equilibrium,
it is not very
interesting and does not produce great prayer or
powerful song. It consists in being well settled,
knowing that "God is in his heaven and all is right
with the world."
The 145th Psalm reflects a
confident well-being. "The Lord is just in all his
ways, and kind in all his doings. The Lord is near to
all who call upon him, to all who call upon him in
truth." This is, however, a rather minor theme in the
Psalms. The poignant prayers and songs are found
where people have been painfully dislocated in
some way and then relocated in triumph and joy.
The Psalter of a collection, representing a long period
of time, of the eloquent, passionate songs and
prayers of people who are at the desperate edge of
their lives - laments of disorientation. Psalm 22 is
perhaps the best known: "My God, my God, why
hast thou forsaken me? Why are thou so far from

helping me, from the words of my groaning?" But in
this address to God something happens to the
disorientation, for the Psalm ends in a note of
triumph and hope. The reorientation is not quite the
same as the old status quo. It is not a return to
normalcy as though nothing had happened. It is
rather "all things new." It is a surprise, always a gift
of graciousness.
The Sermon As Orientation ...

On some
even frequent - occasions, a sermon
should serve as an orienting experience in which we
are affirmed in our faith and in the values we
espouse. Good preaching is not always novel or
completely new material. We need to hear the
familiar so that the truth of God resonates within our
souls.
To survive we must have some sense of location,
some knowledge of who we are, what time it is,
where we are going. All of us know those times
when we, like the Psalmist, almost lose our footing
- or maybe we do lose it (Psalm 73). Crises occur
when our usual coping mechanisms don't work:
death suddenly strikes down a wife or husband; one
spouse asks the other for a divorce; we lose our job.
When President Kennedy was shot, the nation was
in shock; and we could not pull ourselves away
from the television set.
There are many ways in which we seek to
establish for ourselves a sense of place, a sense of
identity. For example, it may be with an inflexible
schedule; it may be in the location of things in a
room. Some people are considerably upset of they are
thrown off schedule or if a room is rearranged.
Certainly one of the primary functions of preaching
is to give us a sense of who we are and what we are
about. For example, this is one of the functions of a
funeral sermon. A family is shaken
disoriented and we come together to remember and to
celebrate. We remember the loved one; we
remember our faith that death, while a very real
enemy, does not have the last word. We celebrate a
life that has touched ours, affirm our faith in Him
who was raised, and are reminded of the hope we
have.
However, the funeral is not the only time when an
orienting type of sermon is needed. Just think how
frequently we are put down, made to feel like
nobodies. Think of all those people who go home
from work every day with a feeling of frustration, a
feeling of nobodiness. Look at the inequities of life.
Too often the guilty go free and the innocent are
punished. We cry out, "Its not fair!" Think of the
disorienting nature of experiencing that which
seems totally incongruous with what our faith in

God is all about. What the church says and what it
does are sometimes poles apart. We talk about love
ane everybody being somebody, but we often
exercise power in a way that ignores and hurts
people. How very important it is to help folk get
their bearings again.
The form a sermon takes is crucial
in
accomplishing this. A funeral sermon, for instance,
has a very predictable form. To change the form is,
to the listener, the same as changing the content.
Those sermons I used to preach that were filled with
quotations from Scripture used as proof texts were
much better received than some I have preached in
another form, but which were much more in
harmony with the Scriptures. It was the style that
made the difference. I am willing to take the risk
involved because I think the proof-texting style
leaves a lot to be desired as style and often leads to
inaccurate conclusions. Further, I believe people
need to broaden their range and appreciation for
different styles. But I do understand why some think
one is biblical and the other is not. And when we are
feeling the ground move beneath us, it is a time
when we do need a familiar form that gives a sense
of location.
Several New Testament books illustrate this. Look
at the book of James. The writer is addressing people
in some kind of transition. It may have been from the
country to the city. But notice how fixed and
proverbial he is. It is akin to the wisdom material in
the Old Testament and is calculated to make one
sure of where she is. In his first letter, Peter is writing
to people suffering the pain of persecution and uses
much quoted material. He recites from the
household lists that assign place to everyone and
give specific directions. The Pastoral Epistles do
something of the same thing. They must have been
written for a situation of instability to help fasten
things down, to enable those involved to get
oriented.
Repetition is another way of reassuring. There is a
great deal of it in the Bible - "the first s~rvant came
, .. the second servant came ... the third servant
came." It gives a sense of being at ho111e.
Familiarity is important when the purpose of a
sermon is to be orienting. Power lies in the people's
already knowing. I used to think power was in the
unknown; therefore, I often tried to come up with
something they had never heard before. But I've
learned differently. Good preaching is saying what
the church would say if they could say it: "That's it.
That is exactly what I would say."
It is not accidental that the church that was in the
greatest turmoil of any addressed by Paul needed
the most recitations of tradition. Their worship was
just a carnival of confusion. The Lord's Supper had
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become a fast food service. Some got there late and
nothing was left. Paul said, "Let me remind you of
the tradition."
They were confused about the
Resurrection. "Now brothers, I want to remind you
of the gospel I preached ... for what I received I
passed on to you .... 11 (1 Car. 15). They were going
to take an offering, but they were confused about
what was to be done with the money. He recited the
tradition about one who was rich and became poor
(2 Car. 8). There is something about the recitation of
the tradition that settles people down, that says,
"Don't you remember who you are?"

The Sermon As Disorientation ...
There is also a place for the disorienting word in
preaching. It is possible for us to be so familiar with
the Bible and the faith that we don't hear it
anymore. We identify with the good guys and
blissfully assume that we are on the side of the
angels and all is well. Hence, we need the jolt, the
tease, some sense of strangeness in order to hear
again. We build up so many defenses against the
penetration of the Gospel that we often have to be
slipped up on. We are not to be censured because
we have defense mechanisms, for it is a compliment
to the power of the Gospel that people have ways of
not hearing it. After all, if we really believe the
Gospel is the power of God and is life-changing, why
would it not be threatening and disturbing?

A reading of the Psalms suggests that our
life of faith consists in moving with God in
terms of being securely oriented, painfully
disoriented, and surprisingly reoriented.

It doesn't take long for us to get used to things.
Regardless of how new and marvelous, it doesn't
take long for words, understandings, concepts to
become familiar and custornary and for us to
become deaf and blind to them. It is, nonetheless, a
marvelous providence of God that we do get used to
things. If it were not so, we could never have
survived living in a dormitory. We would not have
been able to unless we had learned to screen out
noises and intrusions. The thing that is scary is that if
I get used to noises so that I don't hear the clock
striking or the traffic passing my window, how many
other marvelous sights and sounds there must be
that I don't hear or see anymore.
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A part of the difficulty of preaching to the same
people all the time is our tendency to wear out our
vocabulary. Words, like tires, get worn slick and
have no grip anymore. Sometimes we have to put
words in a new context to reclaim and rehabilitate
them.
Frequently the disorientation we see in the New
Testament is embedded in the very familiar.
Consider Jesus' launching His career in the home
synagogue at Nazareth as recorded in Luke 4. Luke
was careful to point out that Jesus was a good Jew:
His birth as a descendent of David, circumcision on
the eighth day, dedication in the Temple at six
weeks, going up to Jerusalem at twelve. As I-le began
His ministry at the age of thirty, He went to the
synagogue as He was accustomed. He read the
Scripture that day from the scroll they gave Him, the
book of Isaiah, and then he told two Old Testament
stories -- one about Elijah and one about Elisha -and they took him to the top of the hill to kill Him.
Now He hadn't said to Himself, ''I'm going to really
shake them up. No, He was just doing the usual,
the familiar, the traditional; but something in the
way it all came together made them want to kill
Him. He wasn't coming at them with a lot of new
stuff. It was the familiar material that gave His point
power.
Many of the parables were calculated to disorient
to call in question what had been assumed to be
true. One way of thinking of the parables is that they
are footnotes to the Gospel. They break up our
encrusted ways of thinking, tease the mind, send us
off scratching our heads. There are times when
sermons should create questions if we are too set in
our patterns of thought and actions. I think I see
people walking away scratching their heads from
some of the stories Jesus told.
11

The Sermon as Reorientation ...
Then there is a place for the sermon that reorients
after the disorientation. We must help people to
interpret what has happened to them and to
nourish and sustain the gains that have come. We
are, after all, to be shepherds of the flock. In John
15, Jesus talks about the vine and the branches and
the importance of the branch abiding in the vine.
We sometimes overlook the claim that "My father is
the vine dresser." The vine dresser comes into the
vineyard with a big knife. The church has
experienced the knife. The next chapter talks about
their being thrown out of the synagogue. They know
persecution and social ostracism. When the church
has experienced the knife, are we dead branches
being cut off or are we being cut back so we can
bear more fruit? It is an occasion for some pastoral

help, the interpreting of the knife.
The
Easter experience
called
for
some
reorientation. The message of Easter is not just that
He is risen, but that He is not here. Peter said, "I'm
going fishing." While fishing, he met the risen
Christ. It was a fumbling, awkward moment. Peter
was asked that very direct and threatening question,
"Do you love me?" Peter hedged. Jesus said, "Feed
my sheep. Tend my lambs." He was given an
assignment, a task to be done. There is more therapy
in an assignment, in responsibility, than in mere
words.
As "storytellers of the great tradition" who seek to
orient, disorient and reorient, depending on where
people are and the need at hand, we should allow
people room. The goal is not to keep them captive
to ourselves as satellites. We are to be mature so as
to help others grow into maturity, and that involves
a willingness to trust the church with the Gospel.
After all, permission is probably the strongest
imperative. A mother has her child at the
supermarket and the child has a quarter to spend.
The child mentions several things that could be
bought, such as a comic book, candy, bubble gum,
with the question as to whether or not the mother

thinks that would be a good purchase. Each time the
mother says, "It's your quarter." She is giving
permission, and permission is the demand to take
responsibility. Permission is not soft. It is not letting
people off the hook. It says we are responsible for
our own faith.
Harry Emerson Fosdick once said, "A sermon then
is an engineering operation by which a chasm is
spanned so that the spiritual goods on one side are
actually transported into personal lives upon the
other." All of us need to come to a higher view of
the sermon. Do we dare to believe that God speaks
to us, the congregation, through the sermon? We
need to come together in expectation - expecting
God to address our lives, our fears, our hopes, our
sins - in short, us. When the patient has no
expectancy of healing, any cure is so unlikely as to
be deemed a miracle.
For the preacher it is a big order to be faced with
an expectant people who out of their pain and
disorientation, their joy and reorientation, are
asking, "Is there any word from the Lord?" It takes
considerable trust and confidence to say, "Hear the
Word of the Lord." That is a moment that should be
the highlight of any week!__
MISSION

(continued from p.

to have a church composed of people who are both
thoughtful and believing. Without theological
mediation of the faith we confess and the truth we
believe, the church will be left adrift in mediocrity at
best and be defenseless at worst.

I)

We do theology when we ask what do we believe,
how do we believe it, why do we believe it, and
what difference does it make that we believe it. We
do theology when we ask how the church signifies
the biblical story in the contemporary world. We do
theology when we seek to understand the meaning
and function of the central doctrines of the Christian
faith for shaping the identity and action of the

Without the Word of God the church, like
the world, is without form and void. It is a
body without a heart, a voice without a
message, and eyes without sight.

church. We do theology when we ask questions of
the Bible and theological tradition and when we
allow the Bible and the tradition to ask questions of
us. We do Christian theology when we ask who
Jesus Christ is for us today and who we are because
of Jesus Christ. There is a supreme urgency for this
task to be done at the congregational level if we are

The Christian community learns from Jesus of
Nazareth to make its dwelling in that "fortress of the
spirit" that is the Word of God. He Whom we
confess to be the Word of God incarnate
encountered the adversary with the word of
Scripture (Matt. 4:4). In His ministry He preached
the word of Scripture (Luke 4: 16f.). 1n His dying lie
prayed the word of Scripture (Matt. 27:46). And in
His resurrection He interpreted to His disciples the
word of Scripture (Luke 24:27). To this ancient word
of Scripture, the living Christ adds His authoritative
voice: "If you continue in my word, you are truly my
disciples" (John 8:31).
_MISSION
NOTES
Langdon Gilkey, /-low The Church Can Minister To The
World Without Losing Itself (New York: Harper and Row,
1964), p. 98.
2 Paul Scherer, The Word Cod Sent (Grand Rapids: Baker
Book House, 1965), p. 3.
3 John
Knox, The Integrity of Preaching (Nashville:
Abingdon Press, 1957), p. 27.
1
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(Proclamation And fulfillment)

FULFILLED IN OUR HEARING:
Listening for God's Word
in Proclamation
Jay C. Treat

The most any proclaimer of Cod's Word can ever do is to lead us to a place where Cod may
be met. If the bush burns, we must take off our own shoes.

By JAYC. TREAT
o what may we compare the proclamation

Word? To this:
T God's
Pottery strikes stone,

of

shatters, scatters shards.
Among clay fragments gleams gold.
The biblical image of treasure in earthen vessels is
apt.
Human
words
are
earthen
vessels.
Proclamation is a unique shattering of that
earthenware to reveal the treasure hidden within:
the Word of God. This essay considers the nature of
that shattering to see what part listeners may play in
it.
Everyone who has heard God's Word has
experienced that shattering, jarring moment when
the Word becomes real to us because, having ears to
hear, we hear. In that moment, the Word is fulfilled
in our hearing. We experience God's Word as an
encounter with God.
We do not usually think of the Word as an
encounter. We think of the Word as information.
But God's Word is like saying "I do" at a wedding.
In those two words, we do not give information. We
Jay C. Treat is a graduate of Abilene Christian University and Princeton
Theological Seminary. He is minister of the Flagstaff Church of Christ,
which is associated with the Churches of Christ, Christian Church
(Disciples of Christ), and independent Christian Churches. He serves on
the boards of the Campus Christian Center al Northern Arizona
University and the Disciples of Christ in Arizona. He is also coordinator of
Heartbeat Program, a health promotion program at Coconino County
Department of Public Health.
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give ourselves. The same is true when God speaks.
He does not just communicate information. He
communicates Himself.
So it is in proclamation. The proclamation of
God's Word is not primarily information. The
purpose of proclaiming the Word is to make
possible an encounter with God. Proclamation leads
us to our own Bethel, a place where we meet God.
Hearing the Word of God in the words of
proclamation is a holy encounter. In that moment,
we take off our shoes because we are on holy
ground. We long for the coal of God's forgiveness to
tough our unclean lips. The Spirit descends upon us,
and God claims us as His beloved child. We are
blessed and told to take up our cross and follow. It is
a moment in which we are both judged and
accepted, both challenged and assured.
This holy encounter does not occur every time a
preacher stands in the pulpit to preach. Most of what
occurs in pulpits is the sounding of hollow
earthenware with no treasure inside. But now and
then, by God's grace, gold shines through the clay.
The clay may be information, or persuasion, or
encouragement. It may come in the form of closely
reasoned logic or whimsical tale, in the form of
trenchant commentary or flights of poetry. It may be
interesting, helpful, even necessary; but it is still clay
unless the Spirit of God breathes into it the breath of
life. It is merely clay until the bush burns without
being consumed, until glory fills the temple, until the
waters part before us. Then the clay shatters and

. --

gives way to something greater than itself, the
treasure within. In that moment, God's Word occurs
as an encounter, not as letter, and will not return to
God until it achieves the purpose for which it was
sent.
Proclamation of God's Word is directed to a
particular community of God's people by a person
who has a vision, but only a partial vision, of what it
might mean to that community. That it is offered by
one human being indicates that it will be not only
fallible but flawed. It will fall short of what it could
have been with more time, more study, more
prayer, more insight. The hearer who expects a
vessel of a more refined substance than clay will be
either deluded by the glaze or disillusioned by the
flaw. We who listen must not expect too much of
clay.
Even under the best of circumstances we must not
expect any proclamation to be valid for every time
and place. If we believe that Jesus Christ is the only
decisive revelation of God, then no other
communication is definitive. Proclamation will be
conditioned by the speaker's understanding of the
community to whom he or she speaks. It will be
ethnocentric, and even egocentric. In short, it will
be marked by sin and finitude. But by God's grace,
here and there, the broad horizons of God's
reigning will be seen past our own small landscapes.
Gold will shine through the clay.
No proclamation will communicate the whole
truth. We listeners must not expect it to.
Harmonizing is a listening habit that can prevent the
shattering revelation of the Word. If, for example,
the preacher proclaims, "If any one comes to me
and does not hate his own father and mother ... , he
cannot be my disciple," and we immediately
counter in our minds, "You shall honor your father
and your mother," we may never hear either truth
speak its radical message. Let each truth speak in its
own time and place. Let truth clash against truth. Let
the shards scatter and the gold shine through.
This is not to say that we should uncritically
swallow anything that is proclaimed. We can,
however, try it on for size. If there is one thing we
know, it is that God's Word is not what we would
have thought. We will never encompass the whole
truth. It will serve for now, if we have met the Truth
and found ourselves encompassed.
The image of the earthenware shattering conveys
the reality that proclamation is an event that cannot
be repeated at will. No hearer can expect to keep
the proclamation as a possession. The revelation of
the treasure occurs in the shattering of the clay. It
will never happen again in quite the same way.
God's Word endures forever, but our grasp of it
withers as the grass.

MISSION JOUl!NAL

Proclamation will ultimately be inadequate if week
after week it is our only source for developing our
faith. It cannot bear the entire burden of our spiritual
pilgrimage. Those who are making the pilgrimage
through the week will be more ready for the
encounter that proclamation offers.
roclaimers are only midwives. They may think,
after all their labor, that they are surely giving
birth. And they are - but only for themselves. The
proclaimer is not there to give birth for us, but by his
or her experiences to assist us in our own deliveries.
The wise proclaimer will not presume to take that
task from us, and we who listen must pass through
our own travail.·
The most any proclaimer of God's Word can ever
do is to lead us to a place where God may be met. If
the bush burns, we must take off our own shoes.
In learning how to hear the Word of God in the

P

When we approach God's Word we
approach a realm where bread is body and
body is church, where the Word is flesh
and flesh is dust.

words of proclamation, our first priority is to listen
for the Word. If we approach the words of the
sermon by listening only for information or
encouragement, then the encounter with God's
Word will have to sneak up on us unawares. That
happens, but not frequently. The alternative is to
approach the words of proclamation
in the
awareness of its purpose and potential. If we look for
the gold through the clay, we are more likely to
find it.
Listening for the Word in the words of
proclamation involves more than merely paying
attention and keeping an open mind. It means
expecting the Word of God to break through the
clay of proclamation and encounter us.
We prepare ourselves to listen for the Word by
being awake to our everyday lives. It is here that we
gather the questions, the pains, and the lived
experience that we bring to a hearing of God's
Word. Here we experience bread and brokenness,
wedding celebrations and alienation, self-giving and
hard heartedness. It is here, in the cut and thrust of
life, that we know legalism and libertinism, promises
and disappointment, weakness and dignity. It is in
these experiences that we learn to recognize God's
imprint on the world and we begin to look for His
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Word at work in the common life of the world.
We may prepare ourselves for encounter with
God's Word by probing our own depths. In the case
of God's Word, "Deep calls to deep." We are
awakened to our own depths by becoming aware of
the needs, desires, longings, doubts, concerns, and
resources that are deep within us.

Hearing the Word of God in the words of
proclamation is a holy encounter. In the
moment, we take off our shoes because we
are on holy ground.

This also involves being aware of our own
presuppositions. Since no one approaches God's
Word without presuppositions, it helps to know
what they are. They may be as simple, as
untheological as "What does my life mean?" We
may be sure, too, that God will surely and
continually challenge our presuppositions. One
purpose of this essay, incidentally, is to suggest some
presuppositions that may be more helpful than some
we have held in the past.
We may prepare ourselves for encounter with
God's Word by being awake to the community of
faith. God's Word is personal but not private, and
the proclamation of God's Word is directed to a
community of Disciples. If I do not experience the
proclamation as directed to the community of which
I am a part, it will often fall short because it does not
meet "my needs." I do need to pursue concerns of

my own, but in communal worship I listen not just as
an individual but as part of a covenant community. I
seek to know how God meets us in our life in
common. I seek to discover where God is calling us
as a community.
We may prepare to hear the Word of God by
being awake to many levels of reality. We listen best
when we listen for more than logic. Let God's Word
speak not only to our analytical minds, but to our
hearts and to shadows deep within us, and perhaps
above all to our imaginations. When we approach
God's Word, we approach a realm where bread is
body and body is church, where the Word is flesh
and flesh is dust. We cannot assume our logical left
brains will comprehend it all. Some of it will make
sense only to parts of us far below our conscious
minds, where confusion and paradox guard the
gates to truth. Let us listen to the Word as whole
persons, with feelings in the heart and gut as well as
with reason in the mind.
We may prepare to hear the Word of God by
empathizing with the proclaimer. The proclaimer
takes a risk in describing his or her own journey of
faith, but we can allow the clay to do its job if we set
aside our own reservations and allow our feelings to
become involved empathetically with the feelings of
the proclaimer.
First and last, we prepare for encounter by being
awake to God's presence. We can be prepared to be
surprised by it. We can pray for it. We can be ready
to be met by God, who is not what we thought, and
to be called by His Word to a way we did not
choose.
Let us be open to the possibility that God might
MISSION
speak and we might hear.

Christianity itself began as a community of storytellers. The earliest liturgical order has
been described simply as (1) gather the folk, (2) break the bread, and (3) tell the stories~ The
, stories were about Jesus of Nazareth who himself offered such spellbinding stories that they
were told and retold by people who found in them a key to their own stories of faith and
struggle. The stories of the Bible were always retold in a way that noticed the particular
needs and concerns of the listeners. Contact with the original story was not lost, .but the
new listene,:s found relevance and renewal in the story retold because it involved them in a
persona/ way. Thus, when Jesus spoke of the shepherd who left everything to se.archout the
lost sheep., he ,:ecast an old story from the prophet Ezekiel that the peop.le knew, but now
saw in a new light in the person of Jesus and his mission to. them.
·
Robert Waznak., in Sunday after Sunday:
Preaching the Homily as Story
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A Sermon

Tell It Not In Gath

James W. Hulsey

Where there is a tragedy in life - yours, mine, or others - there must be compassion.
And where the bitter taste of tragedy is washed with the sweet wine of a tender-hearted
God, there is love.
By JAMESW. HULSEY
Text: 2 Samuel 1:19-27

he story of Saul in the Old Testament has
always sounded with a ring of tragedy to me.
Even as a child, I felt that Saul somehow got a raw
deal. When I read the story again in 1 Samuel this
past week, I was impressed anew with this note of
tragedy. It seems that Saul never quite becomes a
man in his own right. Either he cannot outrun the
shadow of Samuel or he runs up against the promise
to David. In fact, I can find only one instance of
undiluted glory for Saul. That is in 1 Samuel 11,
where "the spirit of God came mightily upon Saul"
as his anger was kindled against the Ammonites.
Then he leads the people of Israel in a victorious
thrashing of the enemy. Following their victory, as a
kind of celebration, the people call for those who
questioned the reign of Saul to be put to death. But
Saul, riding high with the honor of his new office,
says, "Not a man shall be put to death this day, for
today the Lord has wrought deliverance in Israel."
Then Samuel leads all the people in a renewal of
their patriotism with Saul as their chief. Yes, it may

T
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have been Saul's only undiluted moment of glory.
Chapters 8 through 31 of 1 Samuel tell the story of
Saul. They reveal a complex character in different
times. Certainly a Sunday school teacher would be
stretching the point to offer Saul as much of a model
for the children.
Yet, it is precisely at this point of difficulty in
appropriating the story of Saul that revelation
occurs. For it is not in the simple goodness of the
man that we find anything worth imitating. It is
rather in his dark complexity that we discover a truth
concerning our lives. You see, basically this is not a
story for children. Oh, I realize it is full of action,
blood and guts, and that sort of thing. Probably
some parents would not allow their children to
watch it on television.
The reason is that this story is really for adults. And
I recommend that you read it again. And I
recommend that you read it with the throttle of your
sensibilities wide open. I hope you will be offended
in part, horrified in part, angered, frustrated, and
eventually captured by the pathos of the tale,
because I believe that the utterly human portrayal
and character of the story are clues to its power to
reveal something about the nature of God. After all,
if anything rests at the heart of biblical religion, it is
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the fact that God has chosen to reveal Himself in
human form, sometimes at its height and sometimes
at its depth. So, we read in 1 Samuel 13, in the
middle of the story of SauI, that "the Lord has sought
a man after his own heart" to replace Saul. This, of
course, refers to David; but David cannot too
quickly charm us, unless we see him against the
backdrop of Saul. Who, then, was this man Saul?
He is sent by his father Kish to find some lost
donkeys. Instead, he finds a kingdom. Is it Richard Ill
who cries, "A horse, a horse, my kingdom for a
horse?" Here the trade is reversed. The animals of
Kish lead to a kingdom for Saul. You might say that
Saul was just at the right place at the right time. After
all, the people had been asking Samuel for a king.
Since Samuel's sons were losers, the people felt they
needed a real military leader to save them from the
Philistines. God granted their wish.

Yet, it is precisely at this point of difficulty
in appropriating the story of Saul that
Revelation occurs. For it is not in the
simple goodness of the man that we find
anything worth imitating. It is rather in his
dark complexity that we discover a truth
concerning our lives.

But this seems to have left a bad taste in Samuel's
mouth: rejection, and all of that. For this reason,
Saul cannot quite outrun the shadow of Samuel. It is
as if a young minister were selected to replace an old
fellow retired against his will after thirty years at the
church. And the older fellow stays on in the
congregation. In this sense, Saul really doesn't have
much of a chance.
I-le is hoisted onto the throne under protest. On
the coronation day, they find him hiding among
some baggage. The Scripture characterizes Saul as
being "little in his own eyes" (15: 17). He doesn't
seem to have possessed the qualities of a king. Yet,
the Scripture says, "God gave him another heart"
(10:9).
But the Lord giveth, and the Lord taketh away.
Following a failure in a kind of power play with
Samuel in chapter 13 and the disastrous event with
the Amalekites in chapter 15, we read that "the
Spirit of the Lord departed from Saul, and an evil
spirit from the Lord tormented him" (16:14). This, as
you may recall, is what prompted the javelin
throwing contest where Saul tries to pin David
against the wall with his spear. David had been
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invited to soothe the tormented king's nerves with
his music. But Saul is more tormented at the thought
that the people sang, "Saul has slain his thousands,
but David his ten thousands."
Though Saul may have been crazy, he wasn't
stupid. He knew that David was destined to have his
throne, and he resented him for it. Saul didn't ask for
the job. God chose him. He had hidden on
coronation day, but Samuel and the people sought
him out. He was not responsible for Samuel's sense
of rejection nor for the possessiveness of Samuel in
his role as high priest in Israel. Saul was just trying to
do a job, perhaps one too big for him, but the one
he'd been given nonetheless. And now, God
removes His spirit from Saul and torments him with
an evil spirit.
Things go downhill for Saul from there. His
jealousy of David degenerates into a civil war, with
f);wirl ;rnrl his soldiers on the run. Saul pursues,
possessed by the glory songs of the people which
praise David more than himself.
Toward the end of the story, it is clear that David
will be king and not Saul. A lame duck king, sagging
in self-confidence and haunted by an evil spirit, sets
the stage for the most tragic scene of the story. By
night, the king of Israel, completely alone in his
kingdom, alienated from God, David, and his
throne, steals quietly to the door of the old witch at
Endor. Saul desires that she call Samuel from the
dead. He needs to hear the word of the Lord. He has
no place else to turn, this desperate man, exalted yet
abandoned. Saul, who refuses to eat and who lives
in mortal fear, finds no comfort in the hopeless
words of Samuel.
Soon afterward, on Mount Gilboa, the Philistines
kill his son Jonathan, and Saul dies by his own hand
and sword. The Philistines are the bookends of this
tragedy. Saul had been raised up to defeat them but
was ultimately brought low in defeat by them.
Shakespeare did not tell a tale more woeful in its
ending.
possibly can we derive from it? Perhaps
nothing. But I am fascinated that among the
W hat
woes of Saul lies the promise of David. "The Lord
has sought a man after his own heart." To us it may
seem that Saul was just a discard in the Lord's
search, until he got to David. But David would have
us remember that Saul was the Lord's annointed.
When he learned of the death of Saul and Jonathan,
he wrote:

Thy glory, 0 Israel,is slain upon thy high
places!
How are the mighty fallen!
Tell it not in Gath,

--·---·--·--------·----------·-·--·-------------------··-··--··-····-

publish it not in the streets of Ashkelon;
lest the daughters of the Philistines rejoice,
lest the daughters of the uncircumcised exult.
Ye mountains of Gilboa,
Let there be no dew or rain upon you,
nor upsurging of the deep!
For there the shield of the mighty was defiled,
the shield of Saul, not anointed with oil.
From the blood of the slain,
from the fat of the mighty,
the bow of Jonathan turned not back.
and the sword of Saul returned not empty.
Saul and Jonathan, beloved and lovely!
In life and in death they were not divided;
they were swifter than eagles,
they were stronger than lions.
Ye daughters of Israel, weep over Saul,
who clothed you daintily in scarlet,
who put ornaments of gold upon your apparel.
How are the mighty fallen in the midst of
battle!
Jonathan lies slain upon thy high places.
I am distressed for you, my brother Jonathan;
very pleasant have you been to me;
you love to me was wonderful,
passing the love of women.
How are the mighty fallen,
and the weapons of war perished!

I ask you, what does it mean that David was a man
after God's own heart? If we continue to read the
story, we see that David was a man of blood, a
powermonger himself. His career certainly does not
reveal a man of tall virtue. Is this, then, the man after
God's own heart?
In Sunday school we have tended to extol David's
virtue. But I'm not going to offer David as a man of
righteousness to my class. In fact, his life could start
a moral riot.
Still, there is a feature of David's heart which I
believe is essential to the moral life. It must,
however, be seen against the backdrop of a
tendency to view individuals as upstanding
characters by comparison with others. Too often
the virtue we encourage in churches is a virtue born
of pride in one's position over others. We forget, as
Niebuhr once said, that the moral stature of people
is like that of a giraffe, tall in front but low in the rear.
The sense of virtue that is all too common among
religious people is that which Blake railed against in
The Everlasting Gospel. He asks, "What is Antichrist
but those Who against Sinners Heaven close." Too
often the church's concept of virtue has been like
that.
In contrast to this tendency which concerned
Blake, David is a moral figure with no virtue to

..... ----···-
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flaunt. What did he have? He had the capacity to
fe~I the tragedy of a man like Saul. He had the
capacity to be moved. And he even retained the
capacity to be broken and yet comforted.
He may have written the words of Psalm 34: "The
Lord is near to the broken hearted, and saves the
crushed in spirit." Or he may have written the words
we shared in our Call to Worship: "The sacrifice
acceptable to God is a broken spirit; a broken and
contrite heart, 0 God, thou will not despise." These
words certainly reflect David's grief over the tragic
death of Saul.
It is precisely here that I suggest we see what it
means to be a person after God's own heart. It is to
have heart of feeling, capable of being broken.
lives, we are much like Saul. There is
I an ourmixedown bag
of contradiction. We may be
wearing mantles of office we did not choose. We
may be living in someone's shadow, desperately
trying to outrun it but without success. We may be
bumping up against promises to someone else and
feel ourselves something of a discard in life with a
misdealt hand.

The virtuous life derives from a broken
heart where God and sinner meet and in
compassion share their love.

It is this cluster of confusing feelings we see in the
life of Saul. And we see the difficulty he had in
managing. Yet, to David he was still the Lord's
annointed. There is a message of compassion in the
midst of tragedy. "The Lord is near to the broken
hearted and saves the crushed in spirit" (Psalm
34:18).
Certainly this minor key in the Old Testament
changes to a major one in the New. For what else do
we see in the New Testament other than the broken
heart of God? It is become the heart of the Gospel.
But there is one thing more. To say that David is a
man after God's own heart does not extol sin. There
is yet room for the virtuous life. However, we see in
David and God Himself the basis for Christian virtue.
It is not a position of arrogance, nor is it an overcompensation for the lusts in us all. No, the virtuous
life derives from a broken heart where God and
sinner meet and in compassion share their love.
Where there is tragedy in life, yours, mine, or
others, there must be compassion. And where the
bitter taste of tragedy is washed with the sweet wine
of a tender-hearted God, there is love. ___ M1ss10N
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Personal Responses To Preaching

Phantasmal Preaching
Kathy J. Pulley

I eagerly anticipated each of those Sunday mornings, to learn, to have our peace both
troubled and confirmed, and to faithfully affirm the Kingdom of God together.
By KATHY

J. PULLEY

ne hot Sunday morning in August I walked
into a small rock church with from seventyfive to one hundred members, a diverse group from
different socio-economic and racial backgrounds.
After the introductory comments and congregational worship, the speaker walked forward and
took his place behind the old, slightly damaged
pulpit. He established instant rapport with a smile,
and instant command over the congregation with a
solid and confident voice.
His text that Sunday was from the writings of Paul
and that continued to be the text throughout the
four-month series. He talked about Romans 7: the
classic dilemma of the human being. The pointed
emphasis was directed toward the question of what
Paul meant when he said, "I do not understand my
own actions. For I do not do what I want, but I do
the very thing I hate."
As we sat there week after week, I was amazed by
his hermeneutical skills. In the same moment that he
seemed capable of lucidly interpreting the mind of
the Apostle Paul, he also had the rare ability to make
each verse come to life vividly and to let it speak to
the contemporary situation. Whether we were
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unemployed or working; Black, Hispanic, or White;
college-educated or without formal education, he
conveyed truth from the ancient words into
meaningful language.
In the traditions of such men as Amos, Micah,
Solzhenitsyn, and others, he was more prophetic
than priestly. Upon meeting Reinhold Niebuhr, the
late Archbishop of Cantebury William Temple once
commented, "At last I've met the troubler of my
peace." Our speaker troubled, questioned, and
challenged, but managed never to threaten his
captivated audience. (If he perceived that he was
getting too close to alienating himself from his
community, he would step to the side, smile, and
relate a personal story, which would reveal his
voluntary willingness to include himself in all
prophetic pronouncements.)
His sermons were not always of the prophetic
nature, although he would often like to remind us of
our humanness and our need to stay open to
change. There were many other Sundays when the
message would provide an abundant amount of
peace, comfort, and hope.
I recall one particular Sunday when he preached
from a text in 2 Corinthians:" ... he is the divine
'yes.' Every promise of God finds its affirmative in
him ... " His smile radiated through the sparkle of
his eyes. He was equally as passionate about the
divine promises as he was the human frailties. The
affirming "YES" of which he spoke created an image

of a God who was with humanity, walking through
the traumas of our privatized lives. There were
occasional moments in these messages when we
were brought in touch with what Rudolf Otto has
referred to as "Wholly Other" and "Mysterium
Tremendum." His responsiveness to the divine, to
humanity, and to life itself was never more apparent
than in those infrequent moments. They were
transforming and faith-confirming times for all of us
who participated in the experience.
Those Sundays were not all extraordinarily
magical, but some were! He was not necessarily the
greatest of orators, especially if compared to such
silver-tongued pulpiteers as Jonathan Edwards,

Charles Finney, and Aimee Semple McPherson.
Perhaps the momentary magic was possible because
of his sensitivity: a sensitivity about sharing the most
appropriate words from God's message, and a
sensitivity to those of us who listened so carefully.
He was a genuine and authentic man, regardless of
whether he was acting as a prophet or comforter.
There was a fierce faith and a somewhat naive trust
which permeated all performances. Finally, there
was an accessible and communal relationship which
we shared with him. I eagerly anticipated each of
those Sunday mornings, to learn, to have our peace
both troubled and confirmed, and to faithfully affirm
the Kingdom of God together.
__ MISSION

Remembering Great Preaching
Robert Randolph

There was first communicated the notion that we were chosen people .... This theme
of particularity in later years became the foundation for responsibility - to family,
church community, and God - for what I did with my life. The sense of being
responsible to others is a trait that I still value.
By ROBERT RANDOPLH
emembering great preachers is not hard.
Remembering great preaching is. Growing up in
the California diaspora meant that I heard many of
the great preachers in the Church of Christ during
the 40s and 50s. Our congregation in Burbank was
never large, but it was a vibrant community blessed
with generally above average preaching. Many
Christians who had found their way to the San

R

Robert Randolph is a graduate of Abilene Christian University,
Pepperdine University, Yale Divinity School and Brandeis University. He
has served congregations in California, Texas, Connecticut and
Massachusetts and for a time was associated with the House of the
Carpenter in Boston. He is presently Associate Dean for Student Affairs
and Head of the Student Assistance Services at MIT.

Fernando Valley
worshiped
at Burbank,
a
congregation founded by J. Emmett Wainwright.
Batsell Barrett Baxter followed Wainwright, and he
in turn left the preaching to Frank Pack when he
moved to Nashville. Later there was Glenn Wallace
and Tony Ash. Baxter, Pack and Ash all were
involved in educational ventures while preaching for
us. Wallace had stepped away from being the
preacher for the College Church in Abilene. There
were others during these years, men of lesser stature
whose names recede from memory; but images
remain.
There was the preacher who asked to be excused
while preaching and then knelt down behind the
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pu Ipit to fish for a tooth brush bristle lodged
painfully in a denture. There was another who
shamed the church by carrying on an affair with the
wife of a deacon. The images jumble together. I
remember Frank Pack preaching, rather gingerly, in
his dark suit worn over flannel pajamas because he
had fallen asleep on the beach and was so
sunburned that the wool could not touch his skin.
Batsell Barrett speaks still for me in a quiet but forceful way that made everyone else seem almost
strident in tone. Glenn Wallace strutted like a prize
rooster and made up with force what he lacked in
size. Tony Ash, representing a new generation,
combined style with learning in a way that made it
seem possible to reconcile faith with education.
Ted Thomas, the minister for the Silver Spring,
Maryland church, was recently here at Brooklinei
and he spoke of what he remembered growing up in
this congregation where my children are now
growing up. He told of not remembering words, but
rather deeds. Preaching was act and not word. As I
have written this piece, I have wondered if my
efforts to remember were not colored by Ted's
comments. I think not, and I have concluded what
may be all too obvious to others. With preaching, in
the beginning there is a life. Words that endure
follow lives of substance.
But what of those words? There was first
communicated the notion that we were a chosen
people. It was communicated so narrowly that I
remember still the Sunday when I first noticed that
the people going to other churches looked like my
family. The girls were even attractive. The
perception was simply the theology of being a
chosen people broken down to a five-year-old's
level of understanding. This theme of particularity in
later years became the foundation for responsibility
to family, church, community, and God
for
what I did with my life. The sense of being
responsible to others is a trait that I still value.

There were other words, but they are punctuated
with visual images. Glenn Wallace was a marvelous
combination of ego and energy, whose sermon
illustrations remain vivid even today. But the words I
most remember came in quieter tones. What it
means to be "in the Spirit on the Lord's Day" will
always be understood in terms of Ferde Grofe's
"Grand Canyon Suite" and the image of the
Mississippi River flowing majestically to the Gulf of
Mexico, for that is the way my grandfather, Dr. E.W.
McMillan, illustrated his sermon of John's vision in
Revelation. The contradictory demands of being
a parent were stated so beautifully thirty years ago
by Dr. J. P. Sanders that I have never interacted with
my children without being reminded of J. P., quietly
outlining what it meant to be a Christian and a
parent. And it was Glenn Wallace who taught me
that "Come let us reason together" is a fruitful
beginning for religious conversation.
Reflecting upon the preaching I heard growing up,
I realize that it was nothing when divorced from
personalities who embodied what it meant to be
Christian. From the personalities I learned the
realities of living that made their words memorable.
Glenn Wallace was occasionally reasonable and
always funny. J. P. Sanders is a real parent and a
caring man. E. W. McMillan knows what being in
the Spirit means, and he is a man of conviction.
I heard bad preaching and I watched mediocre
lives played out before the church. But when I went
away to college, I had a legacy of preaching that has
served me well and shapes me yet. Now I preach
and I wonder about who is hearing while watching
who I am. I have traveled nearly full circle, for I
confess to you that I need to hear good preaching; I
need to live in the presence of men and women
grappling with what it means to be faithful in our
day. The pulpit is where experience and Word come
together most meaningfully for the lives we live as
God's people ·~-------------------------------M1ss10N

(continued from p. 25)
veil lifted and the curtain rent. Few sermons have
made me so naked, and those that have were too
hard for once a week. Strange, too, that those which
were bone-stripping to me may have barely blown
the veil on my pew-mate's eyes. Other times, I've
seen him quietly crying when I woke just in time for
the closing song.
Perhaps that brings me to what, for me of the
plodding faith, is the crux of the spoken word. It is
the very spokenness of it. It is the continual
recognition of the intangibles of God; the realness of

the unseen; the presence of the too-big-to-beknown. If it brings its own set of giftedness to
gestures, so be it. If someone has the giftedness to
bring it closer home and find common words for this
uncommon theme, that is even better. It is, in any
case, taking the time again, and once more, and
next week, to point to the Presence: to join our faith
with the expression of another's and to find strength.
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And, once in an often enough rare moment. HE
follows the trail of words into your very core and
confirms the whole unlikely reality. _____
Miss,oN

Pointingto the Presence
Celia Williamson

Perhaps that brings me to what, for me of the plodding faith, is the crux of the spoken word.
It is the very spokenness of it. It is the continual recognition of the intangibles of Cod; the
realness of the unseen; the presence of the too big to be known. It is ... taking the time
again, and once more, and next week to point to the Presence.

By CELIA WILLIAMSON

grown up in the pew, it is hard to pin
H aving
places and times on faith's journey. Trying to
look back and pick out the highlights of sermons and
meetings is difficult. Preaching did not always leave
a favorable impression on childhood. I remember it
first as the long part of the service when you had to
be still and quiet and when, if you were young
enough, you could stretch out full length, trying to
count the number of holes in the ceiling tile. In our
church they were lined up in rows; but
multiplication was still years away, and there were
far too many to count without losing your place.
Perhaps a sense of infinity was the most I gained
from those early sermons.
Later, after I'd crossed that invisible age barrier
that made sitting up a requirement, it seemed that
intonation became the important factor. The point
was to sense when the preacher was about to finish
and be the first to pull the song book from the rack.
It had to be out before he bid you to stand together
and sing. Too early, though, you might cause a
landslide as overanxious friends followed your cue
and zipped their books out as well. That sort of thing
Celia Williamson received her Master's Degree in Sodal Work from the
University of Texas at Arlington and her undergraduate degree from
Abilene Christian University. She and her husband Tim traveled with His
Players, a Christian drama group. They now live in Denton, Texas, with
their two-year-old son Samuel.

usually made parents frown down their noses at
you, unless, of course, they were caught in the
quick-draw anticipation.
Somehow I always liked best the preachers who
gave you no warning, whose tones did not follow
the prescribed pattern. Perhaps it was that they
made the game more exciting; or it might have been
that I knew, intuitively, that those sermons were the
hardest to produce. Or maybe that's just it - they
weren't productions at all. In those days I'd have
been hard pressed to call them "real" sermons:
more just talks. Strange how the "realness" of the
sermon was determined by its difference from
everyday life.
It's still the stereotype of preaching that I don't
like: the pat phrases, the too nice smile, and the way
you can tell a radio preacher by the first two syllables
out of his mouth. They all seem to me to be barriers to
God. The tones and the platitudes are the veils that
distance us when we come too close to the holy
mountain.
I can't be too critical: closeness is so vulnerable. It
wears the skin away and leaves a soul often too raw
for a comfortable chat with the Almighty. At least the
veils serve to remind us that there is SOMETHING
there.
God wants our shoes off on holy ground and the
(continued on page 24)
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f xploringthe Sanctuary
of SacredMysteries
Eric Greer

The message has been given to us through both the humanity and inspiration that make
up the Bible. The biblical witness is complex and diverse and is woven into the fabric of
particular traditions. The divine humility has tied the Word to history.

By ERIC GREER
Let thy Scriptures be my pure delights: let me
not be deceived in them, nor deceive out of
them.
Augustine

f Augustine could offer such a prayer, longing to
I give
to God the service of his thoughts and speech

and yet convicted of the "rashness and lying" of his
"inward and outward lips," then so, too, can we
who weekly proclaim the word of the Cross. Our
exacting labor with the text is, in a sense, our prayer.
I want the words I speak to be true to the Word
contained in Scripture - to the story of what God
has done for all humanity in Christ.
The message is not ours; that is, it does not have its
source in us. As preachers we are messengers, and
we seek to be faithful to our message. We too are
confronted by what we proclaim. The message,
however, has been given to us through both the
humanity and inspiration that make up the Bible.
The biblical witness is complex and diverse and is
woven into the fabric of particular traditions. The
Eric Greer is a graduate of Princeton Theological Seminary. He lives with
his family in London, England, where he is a minister with Disciples
House.
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divine humility has tied the Word to history. Surely
we who would hear and proclaim that Word must
have the humility to submit to the disciplines of
historical understanding.
Such understanding is the quest of biblical
scholarship and criticism
not that it has always
and everywhere been accepted as such. "Criticism"
for some signifies a kind of aloofness little connected
to faith, or even hostility to belief. This means that for
some, "biblical"
and "criticism"
are almost
mutually exclusive terms. The point of biblical
criticism, however, is the point of all biblical study,
namely, to help in the daily life and work of the
people of God.
The findings of biblical scholarship have rooted
the biblical text in the context of history. Among its
accomplishments are included the dating of the
various writings and the identification of who wrote
what and why and the situations addressed. Various
kinds of writing have been identified and located in .
terms of individuals and communities. What all this
means, among other things, is that God's Word has
been spoken in specific times and places and to
specific people. The implications of this for
preaching quickly become clear: if we ignore what
scholarship has uncovered, then we run the risk of
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wrenching a biblical text from its proper context and
of failing to grasp the specifics of that text. Once that
is accomplished, the text can be used, is used, for
whatever contrived point we wish to make.
This may sound like the beginning of a tirade
against preachers, but the fault for all the unbiblical
'biblical' sermons we both preach and listen to must
also be shared by biblical scholarship itself. It has a
tendency to see itself strictly as an academic
discipline rather than as a critical function of the
church. Writing almost fifteen years ago on "the
strange silence of the Bible in the church," James
Smart pointed to the desperate need to bring the
preaching of the church into vital conversation with
biblical scholarship. They had become and remain,
for the most part, two isolated disciplines of
theology. Such a breakdown in communication,
Smart wrote, threatens the church with a disaster
that can only be likened to a person going blind.
Biblical scholars and preachers have a common
task. They depend on one another, and the work on
either side is futile without the other.
uch a conviction of the intimate relationship
S
between scholar and preacher and the need for
dialogue in that relationship has resulted in a rather
remarkable book published this past year by
Westminster Press. Biblical Preaching: An Expositor's
Treasury, edited by James W. Cox of The Twentieth
Century Pulpit fame, sets out to provide a
comprehensive reference tool for the preacher. In
twenty chapters the contributors cover most of the
Bible, including special chapters on such biblical
genres as parables and miracle stories. In his brief
introduction, Cox spells out a few of the general
assumptions that have influenced the preparation of
the book:

The Bible speaks a message that is crucial
for our lives today;
The Scriptures have decisive value as
instruments of Cod's continuing disclosure of his nature and ongoing
purpose;
The historical-critical method is essential
to a thorough understanding of the text
in its present significance;
It is possible to present the biblical
message in ways that effectively expose its
credibility, its timely relevance, and its
urgent authority.
Each of the eighteen contributors structures her or
his chapter along a similar line. The writer first
covers general theological and historical matters
relating to the biblical book(s), followed by a

consideration of how the material can be preached.
Each chapter then concludes with examples of how
the preacher might work through a given text, giving
heed to the historical-critical apparatus.
In terms of the theological and historical
prolegomena the contributors are well qualified.
Most of them are or have been academics, teaching
in theological schools and universities and achieving
recognition as scholars in their respective fields.
What is perhaps more remarkable than the breadth
of erudition is the consistent appreciation of what
the preacher faces each week, struggling to bring
that "strange new world within the Bible" into
contact with the world in which we live in terms that
both make sense and also have significance for the
congregation and community. Over half of the
scholars represented in this book have either taught
or published in the province of homiletics, and the
few of them I have had occasion to hear in the pulpit
preach well.
The headings in Biblical Preaching are almost
equally divided between Old and New Testaments.
Given the traditional neglect of the Old Testament
in Protestantism, these chapters in particular can be
remedial in their effect on preaching. "Preaching on
the Patriarchs," by Henry H. Mitchell, is one good
example. The stories of the 'fathers' presented in
Genesis have long intrigued and instructed both
Jews and Christians. But as biblical scholarship has
slowly disentangled the strands of tradition of which
these stories were composed, and set each story in
context, the patriarchs have moved further and
further from our modern world. Mitchell probes
both the literary and historical levels of the tradition,
but he also seeks the theological intention that lies
beneath. The stories of the fathers, he says, were not
written merely for entertainment, but for living.
They were told, and in the telling made possible a
transformation in the lives of those who heard. The
message is carried in the story, says Mitchell, and
story has always been a way to awaken and even jar
human consciousness. So a wholehearted telling
now can still prepare a person to hear the message
of the patriarch.
The immediate problem for the preacher lies in
this "wholehearted" telling - did it really happen?
What we read in Genesis represents many
generations of oral retelling and then written editing.
So the contemporary homiletic tale-teller must shed
any self-image as exact historian and enter into the
spirit of the story. The stories were told not as
fantasy, but, in Mitchell's words, "to re-present
actual events of historical significance in ever greater
waves of profound understanding of what that
history means."
In other words, compelling
narrative
and
theological
commentary
are
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synthesized in Genesis. This may sound more
complex than it actually is. For example, Mitchell
points out that in the patriarchal tales, the 'hero' or
'heroine' is never really center stage. Unlike
Germanic saga, where the characters are used to
model such virtues as courage and loyalty, the
stories of the patriarchs were not intended to
encourage imitation. The characters are never
important for their own sake. Their "nobleness," as
von Rad puts it, "consists in the fact that they
conquer in the strength of the grace granted to
them." The chief character is the Father of the
fathers - the God of promise, providence, and selfrevelation.
Mitchell is arguing for the recovery of folk
narrative in the pulpit. The vivid reliving of the story
by the teller will make available to the listener "a
vicarious experience of the theological theme
projected by the inspired editor's use of the
sources." In short, these stories of the patriarchs are
theology "on the hoof." They motivated faith, and
they still can.
What is apparent, especially after giving a few
examples of what he's talking about, is that
Mitchell's
"vivid
retelling"
does not bypass
exegetical study and hard work. It is also apparent
that the recovery of oral tradition is not going to be
easy for those of us who tend more towards the
abstract argument.
Such argument,
Mitchell
contends, is neither the seat of faith nor the source
of commitment. The secret of the stories of the
patriarchs, and indeed all story, is that "they provide
a vicarious experience of the truth to be taught, and
thus they move persons to identify with and live by
that truth."
Another example from the chapters on the Old
Testament is Ronald E. Clements's "Preaching from
the Wisdom Literature." After situating this body of
literature in its historical milieu, Clements gives
some rather crisp insight into its complexity. The
book of Proverbs, for example, is noted for its selfconfident assertions that success in life can be
achieved by the one who attends to its wisdom. Yet,
as Clements points out, it provides its own balances
life pictured there is not smoothly and
conveniently ordered. And God's way did not
always ensure quick returns to the obedient pupil.
Many are the plans in the mind of man, but
it is the purpose of the Lord that will be
established.
Proverbs 79: 2 7

The ultimate frontiers of knowledge, success, and
happiness, say the teachers of wisdom, appear to lie
beyond our power to control. There are aspects of
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life that are incalculable and mysterious. Misfortune
can strike suddenly; our most carefully considered
plans can be disastrous. An openness to all of this,
says Clements, gives to the teachers of wisdom a
marked note of humility. Thus the apparently selfinterested and pragmatic aspects of instruction in
wisdom "give way before a wider, and more truly
religious, spirit of trust." Our stance before God
must be one of humility. Reverence for God is the
fountainhead from which all true wisdom springs.
Instead of a rounded set of teachings, Proverbs
represents an attitude to life, combined with a
number of ways of acquiring knowledge that have
been tested by experience. Woven into its poetry
and literary artistry is the concern to know the
secrets of life and to explain human experience and
understanding. The preacher thus confronts a body
of literature that is many-sided and that requires time
and thought if its deeper implications are to be
probed.
A quintet of homiletic examples are offered to
demonstrate what Clements has in mind. His
handling of the various texts, though brief, reflects a
sensitivity not only to the notes of realism contained
in wisdom literature, but also to its connections in
everyday life.
s would be expected in a book of this kind,

A some chapters are better than others. Occasion-

ally the writer's language fosters a certain amount of
obscurity, thus requiring that some time and thought
be given to understand concepts and connections.
As a whole, however, what becomes clear is the
effort on the part of each writer to let the Bible tell its
own story, supported by all the other knowledge
that modern inquiry has brought to light. From the
sermons we both preach and hear we should know
well the dangers of merely reading off the surface of
the Scriptures. What Elizabeth Achtemeier has called
the "artful dialogue" between historical criticism
and homiletics has too often seemd to be neither a
prerogative nor a necessity in the preparation of
sermons. Biblical Preaching suggests that it is both.
We need much care 1 dearly beloved, much
vigalance so as to be able to plumb the
depths of sacred Scripture. It is not possible
to discover its meaning merely incidentally,
or while we are asleep, but we have need
of careful scrutiny, and of earnest prayer as
well, that we may be able to penetrate a
little the sanctuary of the sacred mysteries.
John Chrysostom, c. 347-407
_____________________
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Guinn/Collinsville Elders ....

Please
read
my
following
comments with patience, concern and
understanding. I am not the kind of
person that likes to go around
criticizing the work of others in a
destructive way as some in our
brotherhood are all too prone and
eager to do. The following remarks
come from a sincere and concerned
heart. They deal with the lead article
of the most recent issue of MISSION
JOURNAL ... "From Hester Prynne to
Marian Guinn" by Norman L. Parks ..
. July 1984.
Unlike the author of the article, I
know one of the elders of the
Collinsville congregation personally ..
. Ron Witten. His mother was one of
the first members of this congregation
here in Cyril where I preach. It is
evident from the article, it seems to
me, that brother Parks has never come
to know any of the elders of the
Collinsville church. I would hardly
describe them as "bungling"
men.
Nor could they be described as men
exercising "unrestrained authority."
Nor would it be just (as Christians
should be) to imply that they act as
"the lord of the church building."
Needless to say, I feel that brother
Parks has not only been rather rash
with his charges but quite unChristian
in his presentation of his views. As one
has well said (and I believe this applies
to brother Park's article) "a little
knowledge of a big subject is a
dangerous thing." With humility I say
that this article is based on "little
knowledge" ... not claiming to have
all the answers myself.
It also distresses me that while
brother Parks's concern is (at least he
claims) for a "thus saith the Lord" in
regard to the scripturality of having an
eldership, it is evident that he quotes
only one scripture in support of his
view near the end of the entire article
(Acts 20:28). Too, it is clear that my
brother does not have a clear
understanding of brother Campbell's

view of the word "ruling"
since
Campbell himself made a distinction
between "oversight" and "ruling,"
something brother Parks does not do
(cf. Appendix, Table xiv, p. 80 of THE
LIVING ORACLES, "Elder."). At any
rate, what Campbell believed and
taught is beside the point.
Please understand that I am not
attempting to uphold "mainline",
sideline or behind "church of Christ"
doctrine.
Such distrinctions
are
"rocks" in our love feast. I am merely
attempting
to
evaluate
my
understanding of God's will in the light
of Scripture, nothing more or less.·
Though it is clear that some have gone
to one extreme in being like Pharisees,
it seems equally clear to me that
articles such as "From Hester Prynne
to Marian Guinn" manifest the same
spirit only to the opposite extreme.
There is plenty of road between the
ditches for me.
May God give us all a greater spirit of
humility and love and patience. These
are the church's greatest needs. It
begins with us as individuals. It shows
in what we write as well as what we
speak. Amen.
David Smith
Cyril, Oklahoma

A member of your board came to
our
congregation
recently
to
encourage
support
for
Mission
Magazine.
He gave an excellent,
thought-provoking
lesson in our
combined class and I believe that all
who met him were impressed with his
sincerity.
He left a number of copies of
Mission Magazine with us and my wife
brought one home. I stopped taking
Mission some time ago and had not
seen a copy for perhaps three or four
years. The lead article reminded of
why I stopped. It brought back many
bad memories out of my own past. I
was once connected closely with a
somewhat similar publication, born
out of similar needs. A group of men,
myself included, who had been
unjustly disenfranchised by the local
churches banded together to lick our
collective wounds. Determined not to
take our beating lying down we began
a publication which still exists. I wrote
regularly and watched
it grow.
Ultimately I quit writing, resigned from
the board and disassociated myself

because I saw in myself, and in much
of the material we published, a spirit of
self-righteousness and division. We
did not write to mend, but to win to
our side those who because of similar
problems might be sympathetic.
The Parks article typifies my reasons
for feeling negatively about your
publication. It is written in a soap
opera style, pitting a forlorn, helpless,
misguided, but sincere victim against
v1c1ous, relentless,
power-hungry
villains. The thumbnail sketch of
Marian Guinn's life is so obviously
biased toward Parks's point of view,
that
it
borders
on
deliberate
misrepresentation. His cheap shots at
the
Collinsville
elders
are
reprehensible. His comparison of
Hawthorne's Hester Prynne to Marion
Guinn is scandalous and borders on
literary blasphemy. Apparently he is
either
literari ly
ignorant
or
unconscionable when it comes to
using whatever is handy to prove his
point.
The article is written in such a spirit
of sneering condescension that the
only possible reaction of those toward
whom it is aimed is not examination
but anger. His ego is so massive, so
dominant throughout the article that
the reader is smothered by its al Icomprehending
nature. A typical
example
is
his
pontifical
pronouncement
that
the
term
"eldership" is ungrammatical. There is
nothing ungrammatical about the
term, except, of course, from Parks's
own narrow definition, but Parks says
it is so and that must be reason enough
for us. Parks does not write from
"within" but from "without." He is not
a loving brother gently seeking to
restore; there is no spirit of openness,
no hint of community. I never got the
feeling that he was writing to me,
appealing for an honest reappraisal of
the Collinsville tragedy. The drticle is
designed to appeal to a "high church"
audience. In its own way, its style is as
rednecked conservative, as vindictive
and close-minded as any I have ever
read.
Parks derides the Collinsville elders
for taking unto themselves "an
amazing aggrandizement of powers."
I wish Parks could see himself as
clearly as he sees others. He wishes
the reader to accept
him as
theologian,
historian,
literarian,
translator, grammarian, mind reader,
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interpreter,
and
as heart
and
conscience of the entire restoration
movement.
Truly
an
amazing
aggrandizement of powers, and all in
one individual! "Sit down, Moses, a
new leader is among us."
I am not proud of my own spirit in
this letter. I am angry; I do not feel
good toward the author and I am
going to have a look into my own sou I
in this regard and seek cleansing. I
write out of frustration in a sincere
belief that my point is valid.

John W. Smith, Minister
Vandelia Church of Christ
Lubbock, Texas
I write in response to an article sent
to the church here by one of your
subscribers. The article was written by
Norman L. Parks. The article is from
your July issue and is entitled "From
Hester Prynne to Marian Guinn".
First, let me say that as far as I can
determine, you nor Mr. Parks has ever
contacted
the
church
here in
Collinsville or her overseers to see if
what you were writing about was
accurate. Mr. Parks indeed seems to
have read well the newspaper reports,
for there are many quotes from articles
we have on hand in his writing.
QUESTION! Are all these accurate or
are some from biased sources?
My aim in writing this letter is not go
do down the "12 points" set forth by
Mr. Parks and try to "set him straight",
but rather to ask you both to look
more closely into what you write and
publish. For indeed there are some
very wrong statements made of what
the church at Collinsville and her
elders did and believe.

Ralph Hunter, Minister
Collinsville Church of Christ
Collinsville, Oklahoma
Norman L. Parks's essay ("From
Hester Prynne to Marian Guinn" July,
1984) likely will provoke heated and
largely negative responses from many
of the members who occupy the right
wing and broad middle ground among
Churches of Christ. However, before
irate readers react in irresponsible,
emotional and unchristian ways to
Parks's article, they shou Id reread it
carefully and prayerfully. Whatever
one feels about the tone and spirit of
the analysis, Parks does us all a great
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service l)y pinpointing one of the traps
of evolving restorationism in the mid
to
late twentieth
century.
The
"authority
syndrome
among
'eldreships"'
is
unbiblical
and
extremely dangerous to the spiritual
health, well-being and growth of the
local congregation to say nothing of
individuals like Marian Guinn who fall
into the entanglements of public
transgression.
The Guinn case points up the typical
inadequacy of fellowship's power as it
is experienced in most Churches of
Christ across the Bible belt. Genuine
relationships built upon a living
experience with Christ and fellow
disciples has taken a back seat far too
often
to
bookish
correctness,
institutional
conformity
and elitist
control by a small group of the
technically "qualified" leaders within
a local congregation.
Parks clearly identifies the failure of
our churches to understand the New
Testament's teaching on correction,
withdrawal,
and
rebuking.
In
"discipline," as in almost every other
aspect of the body's life, responsibility,
decision making, and action is to be
shared by every member. Limitation of
involvement should not be based
upon a secular concept of authority
totally foreign to the New Testament,
but upon legitimate variations in
individual spiritual giftedness.
Marian Guinn's law suit and the
subsequent
publicity
presents
everyone
with
an
embarassing
dilemma. In dealing with it locally,
let's not blind ourselves to the truth
which emerges no matter how painful.
In an effort to protect traditional
wisdom and to save corporate face
let's not take our frustration out on
folks like Norman L. Parks, who has the
courage to speak a word of truth to
what just may be unscriptural power.

through.

Judy Reeve
Dayton, Ohio
Your last issue (with Collinsville on
the cover) was so outstanding I had to
share it! Will you please send me
another copy?
It might interest you to know that
"anti's" mainliners, Mennonites and
Baptists are sharing a genuine,
common love for Christ and His truth.
The winds of change are blowing and
they are heavenly!

Terri Gomez
Waseo, California
Change in the Church ....
appreciate Herbert Marlowe's
response to my article. [See February
and July issues.] It is always better to
be noticed than ignored. His insights
are
wise
and
his
suggestions
thoughtful. They are also incomplete.
He came to his task as a social scientist
and his response reflects his method.
I believe that change in the church
does not simply come because we will
or wish it. The presence of God in the
life of the church (and in our lives as
his people) means that there is support
for change that does not reveal itself to
the social scientist's tools. Herb is
right, but his perspective leaves out a
crucial dimension that those of us
involved in the life of the church
cannot ignore.

Robert M. Randolph
Cambridge, Massachusetts
Toward Unity and Peace ....

A recent issue of the HOUSTON
CI-IRONICLE reported the results of a
research project on church growth in
Larry James the Houston area. The combination of
Christian
churches,
using
Richardson, Texas all
"Christian" in its broadest definition,
are not growing as fast as the overall
July Issue ....
It was with a glad heart that I read population. Churches are growing, but
the entire July Mission, especially J. if you look at the complete picture,
Ervin Waters article.
they are actually losing ground. This is
If we could truly get our brothers and frightening.
In the same newspaper were articles
sisters in Christ to realize these
concepts, there are a lot of Christians about
the
prevalence
of
child
who have left the Church of Christ for pornography,
child
abuse, drunk
just these reasons, who would gladly driving, and other evils. To me this
return if a ray of light could shine
(continued on back cover)
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(continued from p. 30)
says that all churches who claim Jesus
as Lord sho uld be fighting the Devil,
not each other.
Please continue to give us articles on
unity and peacefu l co-existence . Give

us
practical,
down -to -earth
suggestions that individua l Christians
can use to work toward thi s goal.

Corrections ....

any specific limitation specified by the
law. (3) The chi ldren of Mrs.Guinn did
not witness the excommunication
ceremony in the Collinsville church.
The three oldest had quit attending
after hearing the confrontation of their
mother by the elders in the family
driveway , and the youngest was
absent that day.

I wish to correct factual errors in my
article entitled " From Hester Prynne
to Marian Guinn." (1) The attorney for
the Collinsville elders in Oklahoma,
not in California . (2) The ceiling
limiting
the jury award in the
Collinsville
case came from
a
compromise between the opposing
lawyers in trying to define the meaning
of the Oklahoma law rather than from

Jean Good
Lake Jackson, Texas

Norman L. Parks
Murfreesboro, Tennessee

Address Correction
Requested
11223 Henge Dr ..
Austin, TX 78759

Non-Profit Org .
U.S. Postage
PAID
Carrboro, N.C.
Permit No. 63

Mi~sion Journal
Board of Trustees

OCTOBER
by Ida Smith

October is the harvest month
When days grow short and nights grow cold,
When nature turns, her God to greet,
And lay her treasures at His feet.
October's child has much to bear,
Of eight long months of toil and care.
But like the crucibles of old,
We sift the leavings from the gold.
And search the answers as we would,
All that count are truth and good.
Ida Smith, at 90 years of age, is the oldest living member of the Church of
Christ in Los Alamos, New Mexico. Several of her articles and poems,
most of which express her love for nature, have been published in various
magazines and newspapers. "October" was first read when some seventy
of the Smith's family and friends joined together to celebrate Ida 's 90th
birthday.
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